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The understanding of Marketing as an Environmentally Responsible Social Science (MERSS) 
is a critical endeavor particularly for what it excludes. It first and foremost excludes 
marketing as being only a tool for managing and fostering economic growth or economic 
profit. In this sense MERSS is neither a tool for academics nor a tool for practitioners or 
managers. The only goal MERSS is pledged to is gaining insights, awareness and/or 
knowledge in its field. What can and should the field of MERSS be? The field of MERSS 
cannot be restricted to the “sunny side of life” which is value co-creation. All the 
environmental and social externalities and inequalities, which are a result of greed, markets 
and private equity (among others), are in the center of MERSS see for example (Mittelstaedt 
et al. 2014; Shultz 2015). MERSS is the study of prerequisites, processes and consequences of 
markets (and other forms of exchange), its institutions, behaviors, cultures, values and their 
impact on society and nature. The following is an outline of frame for MERSS from the basis 
to some important questions and conclusions. It starts with a short description of the basis for 
marketing, coexistence. Without coexistence, there would not be marketing and it would not 
be necessary. In the nest section we discuss what keeps the coexistence together. What are the 
ties of coexistence? We propose that servicing is one important if not the most important tie 
of coexistence. Servicing understood as an ongoing process not only of exchange but also of 
change. Hereafter, a servicing and marketing system and a marketing ecosystem is laid out. 
Finally, we discuss selected consequences. 
 
The Basis 
We all coexist. Not only as humans but also as part of nature; we coexist with our social and 
natural environment. Moreover, our social and natural environment coexists with us. The 
marketing community is aware of their environmental responsibility. Hence, we have to 
include the environment into marketing concerns more fundamentally. We take and use 
resources from society (individuals, organizations, institutions, formal and informal ‘rules’ 
etc.) and from nature. In addition, we give back resources to society and to nature.  
In short: we serve each other. The planet is a huge network of servicing each other. Hence, 
serving is a form of coexistence. This is the ‘sunny side’ of coexistence. However, where 
there is sun, there is also shadow. Coexistence is accompanied by war, aggression against 
each other, by extinction, exploitation of exhaustible resources and other harming and 
violating activities or effects of activities. Harming effects are not necessarily intended, they 
occur sometimes unintended and they occur by nature’s activities like sunder storms or 
hurricanes. Probably we would like to enhance the positively servicing ties in the world and to 
avoid the harming connections. Let’s look at the positively serving side first. 
 
How we are intertwined - Servicing in a coexisting world 
Denoting the part of the world as nature, one can imagine without people, one can contrast 
people and nature, without neglecting that humans are also nature. By doing so four realms of 
service can be distinguished: Service transferred between non-human beings (nature to 
nature); service provides by nature to humans (e.g. ecosystem service) and service exchanged 
between humans and finally service from humans for nature (see figure 1). 




The first realm of Service contains all services transferred by non-humans; this service is 
provided by nature for nature and often discussed under the term symbiosis (Lewis 1985; 
Janzen 1985; Boucher 1985). Different categorical systems have been used to describe 
different kinds of symbiosis (Starr 1975; Lewis 1985; Connor 1995). Authors agree that in 
these kinds of interactions, “one of the species provide some kind of ‘service’ that its partner 
species cannot provide for itself” (Yamamura et al. 2004, p. 421). This kind of service is often 
a prerequisite of the next type of service. 
 
The second realm of service is all service provided by nature for humans; these are ecosystem 
services (not to be confused with service ecosystems). Ecosystems also provide service such 
as storm protection and pollination. Pollination of crops by bees is required for 15-30% of 
U.S. food production; most large-scale farmers import non-native honey bees to provide this 
service. (Kremen 2005). “Ignoring these services in public and private decision making 
threatens our ways of living and impedes our ability to achieve our aspirations for the future.” 
(Ranganathan et al. 2008, p. 2). Humans benefit from a manifold of resources and processes 
that are offered by natural ecosystems. While environmentalists have discussed ecosystem 
services for decades, these services were popularized and their definitions formalized by the 
United Nations 2004 Millennium Ecosystem Assessment (Ecosystems and human well-being 
2005), a four-year study involving more than 1,300 scientists worldwide. 
The third ream is not described here because it is the best known realm for humans. 
The fourth realm is not only covering preservation of natural heritage it also covers natural 
service which is now to be substituted by human’s work. In Europe for example, already 40 
percent of the bee colonies have disappeared. In China, there are only 10 percent left. 
Nevertheless, the Chinese take this threat for man and nature and have started trials for 
artificial pollination. What are the common denominators of all these different kinds of 
servicing between humans and nature? 
 
Common Denominators of serviceing 
(The following section will be much more extended in the full paper) An extended review of 
different streams of literature served for identifying four joint denominators for human and 
non human service (e.g. (Douglas 2010) for Symbiosis; e.g. (Boyd, Banzhaf 2007) for 
Ecosystems and e.g. (Vargo, Lusch 2004, 2008) and (Maglio, Spohrer 2008) for Human 
service): 
1. Use or integration of resources. All service can only be performed by use of some kind of 
resource whether these resources are material (land, seeds, food, etc.) or immaterial (sunlight, 
information, wind, etc.).  
2. Exchange/Transfer of resources. To get these resources an entity has to exchange them 
with other entities or with its environment.  
3. Transformation (change) of the receiver’s state by use of resources. Resources are not 
integrated (used, consumed) for their own sake but for a change in a service receiver’s state 
whereby the receiver usually also changes (consumes or wear down) the resources. 
4. Contextuality of value (benefit) of service. Value or survival is not inherently a service 
characteristic. Value can emerge via resource integration depending on the relationship 
between service receiver and its environment hence value as well as survival is contextual. 
(e.g. (Blaser, Atherton 2004) for Symbiosis; e.g. (Turner, Daily 2008) for Ecosystems and e.g. 
(Chandler, Vargo 2011) for human service).  
From these common denominators of the intertwined world we now can look at the Marketing 
System and the Marketing Ecosystem 
 
The ties of coexistence 
If we follow the above perspective we should agree that humans and their activities are 
embedded in a natural environment (hereby I assume that marketing has accepted that we live 
in social, cultural and technological environments as well; the technological environment may 
also be understood as part of the cultural environment). We have to understand what we get 
from and how we get it and we have to understand what we give to the environment and how. 
Even more important is what we do with what we get from nature and others and what nature 
does with what it gets from us. It is not simply consumption. What we get or take from the 
natural environment is usually called resources and what we give is very often but not always 
waste. We transform natural resources into resources usable by other humans or into waste. 
Fortunately, nature often transforms our waste back into resources, unfortunately not always. 
There is an ongoing process of exchanges between humans and between humans and nature. 
We have to understand the ties between the activities carrying entities. I use the term ‘activity 
carrying entities’ because not only people are executing activities but also animals and plants 
and also the physical part of nature for example wind and rain. The ongoing process of 
transfer or exchange is complemented a process which happens between exchanges or 
between transformations. It is the third denominator of servicing: Transformation or change. 
 
Riddle in explaining Hill’s definition of service (Hill 1977, 1999) clearly identifies service as 
activities for change: “Service are activities that produce changes in persons or the goods they 
possess (1986). The integration or use of resources “produces” changes in the state of the 
receiver of these resources when used. This concept of service goes back to Hill "The service 
may be defined as a change in the condition of a person or other goods belonging to the same 
economic unit, which is brought about is the result of the activity of some other economic 
unit, with the prior agreement of the formal person or economic unit." (Hill 1977, p. 318). 
Although ‘change’ or ‘transformation’ is mentioned incidentally in service-dominant logic 
and service science, there is a reference neither to Hill nor to Riddle let alone a discussion of 
this concept as being central to the understanding of service or servicing. Examples are: 
Resources are an “ability to cause desired change” (Vargo, Lusch 2008, p. 7). Or: “Service 
systems are value-creation networks composed of people, technology, and organizations. 
Interventions taken to transform (emphasis by the author) state and coproduce value 
constitute services.” (Maglio et al. 2006, p. 81). However, this concept goes back to Hill and 
that is not taken into account by service dominant logic. Service dominant logic defines 
service “as the application of skills and knowledge for the benefit of another party”. That the 
benefit may be caused by a change in the status of the service recipient is not mentioned let 
alone discussed in service dominant logic. 
Transformations are realized by integrating resources gotten from another party or from the 
environment. Resources are used to transform the state of the receiver compared to the state 
without integrating or using those resources. Value may or may not emerge if a 
transformation is realized depending on context. A third mutual characteristic of manmade 
and non-manmade service is that resources are integrated for a specific transformation. 
Whether or not and for whom the transformation is beneficial is determined by context, 
neither by the resources nor by the transformation. It is important to be aware that 
transformation or change is always defined in relation to a situation without the service in 
question. Hence if for example a service is a maintenance service maintenance is a 
transformation/change compared to the situation without the maintenance service. A second 
point is important to be mentioned: One might think that innovation has no place in this frame 
however innovation can be simply conceptualized as second order change hence a change of 
change or transformation of a transformation. When typewriting was invented it was a change 
of the way in which ideas were transformed into letters. Hence, it was a second order change. 
A second order change in nature is mutation. Mutation is the innovation of nature. 
One has to be aware that change is never absolute, but always relative. If a condition of a 
service receiver is getting worse and worse without a service than a service keeping the 
condition the same would be of value, because keeping the condition is better than letting 
them get worse and worse and therefore is a change. It is usually done in small steps like 
indicated in figure 2 
Figure 2: Relative notion of change 
 
 
In general, whenever one wants to identify or measure change one needs a dimension of 
description or a scale which remains unchanged. 
 
Change Change Change 
Development with service 
So far, we have condensed the ingredients from social sciences’ literature, marketing and IT 
in particular for a service definition to “exchange” and “change”. Thereby, we have neither 
limited exchange to goods, activities or rights, nor have we limited change to persons or 
things. It may be helpful to think of different kinds of service in day to day life.  
 
 Haircut: The hairdresser exchanges the application of her skills and knowledge for her client’s 
money and changes the appearance of the client. 
 Software: Buying the software is exchanging a right (and perhaps some materiel stuff) for 
money and working with the software changes the process of a user’s work. 
 Transportation: (a bus ride) one buys the transportation, exchange of a right for money, and the 
transportation changes the place of people. 
 Car: Buying a car is exchanging a car for money, and driving the car, talking about the car 
looking at the car changes the owner’s situation. Here we see how the indirect service (masked 
by goods) works. 
 Renting a flat: Exchanging the right to use the flat for money, change of life conditions. 
 Consulting: exchanging the right of using information or getting information for money, 
changing the way of thinking or deciding. 
 
The ongoing process of exchange and change ties the world together and can be understood as 
a servicing process.  
Servicing, understood as this ongoing process, is the fundamental basis for all relationships it 
is the fundament for coexistence. Without the ongoing process of exchange and change ther is 
neiter relationship nor coexistence. However not all exchange change reltionships are 
supporting coexistence. There are many cycles of exchange-change Relationships and usually 
thery are all intertwined. For example the carbondioxide-oxygen exchange-change cycle is 
general knowledge: CO2 (carbon dioxide), H2O (water) and energy (sunlight) are changed into 
O2 (Oxygen) and C6H12O6 (Glucose) (see figure 3). Oxygen and glucose are main resources 
for humans and anials. By using these resources humans and animals change it back into 
carbondioxyde and energy (work). This is one of the fundamental exchange-change 
relationships between humans, animals and nature. These are all examples for the ties of 
coexistence. 




Marketing System and Marketing Ecosystem 
This ongoing process can now be used to define a Marketing system and a Marketing 
Ecosystem following a Luhmannian systems perspective. 
“Usually, systems are described through a plurality of terms. For example, systems are relations 
between elements; or a system is the relation of structure and process, a unit that directs itself 
structurally in and through its own processes. Here you have unit, boundary, process, structure, 
element, relation—a whole bunch of terms—and if you ask what the unity of all these terms is, 
you end up with the word ‘and’. A system then is an ‘andness’. Unity is provided by the ‘and’ 
but not by any one element, structure or relation.” (Luhmann 2006, p. 46). In a very condensed 
version describing a system and simultaneously avoiding “andness” we find three important 
properties of the system (Luhmann 2006, p. 37): 
1. The system is the difference between system and environment 
2. A system can be defined through a single mode of operation 
3. Every system observes internally its own system/environment distinction Only for 
social systems) 
Applying this to service and referring to the common denominators a servicing system can be 
defined by the single mode of operation of an ongoing process of exchange and change of 
resources. Figure 2a shows the ongoing process of exchange and change in nature. Figure2b 
shows how the natural process is interrupted by humans “creating” waste where waste in this 
systems theoretical terminology can simply be understood as resources which cannot be 
integrated in the process of exchange and change (change in particular; and with this becoming 
part of the ongoing process) in a specific time frame. Since resources are not but become the 
service system is open to everything becoming resources in the service system however the 
system is closed with respect of the operational mode the ongoing process of exchange and 
change. In a Luhmannian perspective, the servicing system is embedded in an environment of 
other systems as shown in Figure 4. Figure 4 shows how the service system is integrated in 
Luhmann’s systems (the living system, the social system and the psychic system). What the 
social system is for the psychic system the servicing system is for the living system and for the 







Figure 4: Systems 
 
 
Whereas the social and the psychic system are meaning oriented the living and service system 
is entropy oriented. Both system are “entropy avoiding” systems (Löbler 2016). The service 
system as proposed here is explicitly bases on system theory and furthermore integrates 
exchange with change. It goes beyond the idea of input is output and output is input as it focuses 
on the whole process between input and output as well as between output and input. It also 
looks on value creating exchanges and changes as contextual. Now the marketing system and 
with it the field of study of Marketing as an environmentally responsible social science is the 
service system and the social system. The operational modes of these two systems define the 
marketing system and with it the field of study of marketing. It is the study of prerequisites, 
processes and consequences of markets and other forms of exchange (together with their 
interfaces: change and transformation respectively), its institutions, behaviors, cultures, values 
and their impact on society and nature. 
 
To define the Marketing ecosystem we borrow from biological literature: The meaning of the 
term ecosystem in biology is both clear and relatively uncontroversial. The term goes back to 
Tansley, who coined the term in 1935 to describe the biological system together with its with 
its relevant non-biological environment  (Tansley 1935, p. 299). 
Thus, the term is used to take biological complexes with their relevant environment together 
today. An ecosystem is a "dynamic complex of communities of plants, animals and micro-
organisms and their non-living environment interacting as a functional unit in interaction" 
(United Nations accessed 2016). Similarly, defines Schaefer: "of relationships of living beings 
among themselves (biological community) and with their habitat (habitat) (1992, p. 231) or 
the definition by Chapin:" An ecosystem consist of all the organisms and the abiotic pools 
with which they interact " (Chapin et al. 2002, p. 4). And last but not least: ”Bundling of 
organisms of different categories (styles or forms of life), together with their non-living 
environment in space and time” (Jax 2006, p. 240).  
Following this idea, the Marketing Ecosystem is the Marketing System with its relevant 
environment. Hence, the Marketing Ecosystem is the living system, the service system, the 
social system and the psychic system. Thereby we have to be aware that the social system is 
differentiated in subsystems like the economic system, the scientific system, the law system 
and so forth (Luhmann 1995, 2008).  
 
Implications 
The above is only a rough outlay of Marketing as an environmentally responsible social 
science and of course has to be worked out in much more detail. However, it is on the one 
hand open enough to reflect the variety of interests in the field and on the other hand, it 
reflects the new roles of marketing in society with its responsibility for the environment. 
The above conceptualization of servicing as an ongoing process of exchange and change is – 
as typical for Luhmannian systems – a very abstract one. It is an explication of the ties of 
coexistence. Marketing has to take into account all these ties to be a responsible discipline. To 
above frame allows to integrate natural service and man-made service for a re-embedding of 
human service back into a general activity which is performed as well by nature and by humans. 
It further focuses beside exchange on the phenomenon between exchanges which is change. 
Economics and other disciplines (e.g. Marketing) have very elaborated understanding of 
exchange but a huge lack in understanding change as a second part of the coin of an ongoing 
process. It is important for politicians and managers to understand this under researched part of 
the ongoing process: changes between exchanges. Service in this sense is to avoid or to limit 
expiration by a change of resources which are exchanged. 
 
What the social system is for the psychic system the service system is for the living system 
and for the social and psychic system. Whereas the social and the psychic system are meaning 
oriented the living and service system is entropy oriented. Both system are “entropy avoiding” 
systems (Löbler 2016). The service system as proposed here is explicitly bases on system 
theory and furthermore integrates exchange with change. It goes beyond the idea of input is 
output and output is input as it focuses on the whole process between input and output as well 
as between output and input. The servicing and marketing system as proposed here is in line 
with the modern sustainability concepts like the cradle-to-cradle approach (McDonough, 
Braungart 2002) which goes firstly beyond a sustainability concept of the Brundtland-
Commission (Hauff 1987) and secondly goes beyond a cradle to grave approach. It also looks 
on value creating exchanges and changes as contextual. 
 
Sustainability can be understood in this terminology as keeping the ongoing process of 
exchange and change uninterrupted in a specific time frame.  
As a first approach to specify the timeframe for resources to be changeable can be found by 
taking into account the life time of exchanging entities. A second approach to specify the 
timeframe for resources to be changeable can be seen in the growth rate of the amount of a 
specific resource in relation to its declining rate. 
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